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School/University Literacy
_Pa_rt_ne_r_sh_i_p_f_o_rA_ut_h_e_n_ti_c_L_e_a_rn_i_ng
__ r/?
ARTICLE BY ELAINE STEPHENS, KATHY COUILLARD, AND MICHELLE KULAS

"Writing to my pen pal makes me
think hard. You can talk to someone in
a different way." - Quote from a first
grade child

just read about how children develop
language and become literate. They need
involvement with children engaged in
the process of becoming literate.
In this article, we describe how three
educators collaborated to create a literacy partnership that fostered the literacy
development of children in a first and
third grade classroom while providing
elementary education pre-service teachers with a better understanding of that
development. The educators are Kathy
Couillard, a first grade teacher with
more than twenty years of teaching
experience, who is implementing the
writing process; Michelle Kulas, a young
teacher in her fourth year of teaching,
who bases her third grade classroom
upon a whole language philosophy; and
Elaine Stephens, a former classroom
teacher and now both a graduate and
undergraduate teacher educator with
research interests in literacy and literature. Throughout this article, you will
hear our individual and collective voices.
Stephens: The literacy partnership
consisted of writing letters on a regular
basis as well as a visitation to each classroom. At the beginning of the semester,
the pre-service teachers in my elementary language arts methods course were
each given the name of a first grader and
a third grader. They wrote a letter to
each child introducing themselves and
describing things that were important to
them such as their families, hobbies, and
college classes; they also included photos of themselves. They described and
recommended a book they were reading
that was at an appropriate level for the
child and then modeled a language arts

"I was so excited to write with my
college pen pal. The more I got excited
the more she got excited. That made me
enthusiastic, and she got more enthusiastic. Then I started to get rambunctious, and she got rambunctious too.
We wrote and wrote and wrote. We
never wanted to stop writing!" - Quote
from a third grade child
''Now I see the reasons for a child to
have a specific audience when writing.
I was so used to empty writing assignments that this experience was a real
eye opener." - Journal entry of an elementary education pre-service teacher
Current theories and research in language and literacy development stress
the importance of social interaction.
Vygotsky's (1978) writings emphasize
that children become literate through
purposeful social interactions with others in their community. Authentic literacy events help children internalize the
functions and forms of reading and writing as well as develop personal, meaningful connections with them.
Holdaway's work (1979, 1986) describes
the benefits children receive when interacting with literate adults who help them
construct meaning through reading and
writing. Adults also learn best when they
have opportunities to experience the
abstract concepts they are studying.
Elementary education pre-service teachers, specifically, need to do more than
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activity that the child could do. Several
pre-service teachers are parents and
wrote about their own children, also.
The letters were collected during the
language arts class and delivered to the
first and third grade teachers who then
distributed them to their classes. The
children responded with their own letters, drawings, and photos. This process
continued on a bi-weekly basis for a
semester. Additionally, the third grade
class made videos, books, and paper silhouettes of themselves that they shared
with their college pen pals.
This brief description of the literacy
partnership fails to capture the incredible excitement that it generated, the
tremendous learning that occurred for
all involved, and the warm bonds that
developed between the college students
and the children. For this, we need to listen to the observations and insights of
the two classroom teachers.
Couillard: It was like Christmas
morning on the days the first graders
received their pen pal letters! We started
the literacy partnership in January and
at first, many of the first graders felt a
bit intimidated and thought they needed
help in reading their letters. The letters
from the college pen pals were fairly
long, but were written appropriately,
both in terms of manuscript writing and
word choice. The motivation to read

what their pen pal had written was so
strong that they couldn't wait until 1 had
time to help them, and so they soon discovered they could read by themselves.
This was a great self-confidence builder!
Since these letters were so meaningful to my children, the importance of
reading and writing was really highlighted for them. They soon became adept at
locating questions in the letters and
answering each one in their responses.
The college pen pals' letters served as
excellent role models and the first
graders quickly internalized the letter
writing format and were writing letters
with substantial content without having
to rely solely on responding to questions. In other words, they began truly
communicating through writing.
Kulas: Whole language is a way of
life in my third grade classroom. I
believe that the most important part of
teaching students how to write is to
teach them to love to write. We spend
hours and hours reading and writing and
making all the important connections so
vital to that communication. After experiencing the excitement and power of
the written word, my students are overflowing with their eagerness to share.
The literacy partnership gave them an
outlet for their enthusiasm and their love
of writing. Writing for an audience other
than their teacher provided them with

l
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fresh motivation for communicating
their thoughts and ideas through the
medium of print; it also provided them
with practical application in paying
attention to the mechanics of language,
sentence structure, and punctuation.
When 1 approached my third graders
with the idea of pen pals, I explained
that they were about to undertake an
important responsibility. I told them that
the college students needed to be prepared to teach other children how to
write and to love writing. In essence, the
third graders were "adopting" the college students, and their mission was to
teach these students to be teachers.
After all, who knows best what a third
grader needs to know? A third grader, of
course! On Monday afternoons, my third
graders squirmed with anticipation,
knowing that a pen pal's letter would be
on their desks the following morning.
The first correspondence from the pen
pal set the precedent for what would
become routine for the rest of the
semester - shrieks and squeals at seeing the letters on their desks, followed
by the ripping of paper as envelopes fell
like confetti on the floor. Gripping their
letters as tightly as riders on a roller
coaster, they would read a few lines and
shout out some interesting fact or detail
about their pen pal. Everyone was reading and talking at the same time. The
energy in my classroom could have easily powered New York City during a
blackout! Once the initial burst of excitement settled from a sonic boom to a
more tolerable noise level, students
clutched their letters, white-knuckled,
and read them more carefully a second
time. They read and reread until they
practically had the letters memorized.
They were eager to write back There
were so many questions to ask and to
answer; the hardest part was knowing
where to begin. Once they began, it took
the recess bell, ninety minutes later, to
bring their writing to a halt. I was
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

astounded and awed by their intensity
and involvement.
Stephens: The college students were
as excited as the elementary students
when the letters arrived. The children's
letters gave us an excellent opportunity
to experience first-hand the different
stages of writing development, including
inventive spelling. Suddenly the research
and theory about literacy development
came alive as we examined their letters.
The literacy partnership was full of
opportunities for authentic learning
experiences as the pre-service teachers
researched books and language arts
activities to determine their appropriateness for their pen pals. They worked to
express themselves effectively to the
two different age groups and found that
it took much longer to write the letters
than they had ever imagined. Because
they wanted to be good role models, the
pre-service teachers had compelling reasons to learn manuscript printing and to
check their own spelling and mechanics.
Also, their elementary pen pals let them
know when they made mistakes! As they
became better acquainted with their pen
pals, they began to see the world
through the eyes of seven, eight, and
nine year olds. While they readily saw
the developmental differences between
first and third graders, they were surprised by the wide range of development
within each grade level. One pre-service
teacher said, "One of the most important
things I have learned is to treat each
child as an individual and to not expect
all children to progress at the same rate.
It is as unrealistic to expect that all children will be at the same point in their
reading or writing development by the
end of a particular grade as it is to
expect that all children will weigh the
same or run at the same speed."
The pre-service teachers' journal
reflections provide us with some
insights into what they learned from the
literacy partnership. One wrote, "Kyle
26
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and Stephanie taught me more than
about language learning that I ever
thought possible. From my first grade
pen pal, I learned how much children at
that age grow while they are learning to
understand written language. I saw
Kyle's writing go from short, simple sentence to fairly long, complex ones during
the short time we corresponded. With
Stephanie, my third grade pen pal, I
learned that I underestimated the creativity and potential that children have
as writers. I have drastically changed my
perceptions and ideas about the capabilities of children as language learners. If
children are exposed to books, they
have something to reflect on as they
write. The more books that children are
exposed to, the more ideas they have as
to what it means to be a writer." Another
stated, " Ashley started out printing just
a few words on a page, but by the end of
the semester she was writing almost a
full page. I would like to think that I
inspired her to expand on her abilities.
Ashley's spelling also improved throughout the semester as she was given the
freedom to participate in a program
based on meaningful reading and writ-
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ing. I witnessed her self-esteem and confidence grow as we continued to correspond. I had read in our textbook about
the emergence of literacy, but this
exchange of letters showed me what the
book was telling me."
Couillard: Australian educator Garth
Boomer (1985) defines active literacy as
"... the ability to inject one's own
thoughts and intentions into messages
received and sent; the ability to transform and to act upon aspects of the
world via the written word." Through
the literacy partnership, I witnessed
active literacy develop with this class of
first graders to a greater extent than
with any other class I had ever taught.
Their excitement and enthusiasm for
reading and writing were high as they
strove to communicate for real purposes
in a real life situation.
The first graders were impressed by
their college pen pals, almost to the
point of holding them in awe. They provided an adult model for reading and
writing that had a significant and I
believe, long-lasting impact on my students. When the college pen pals suggested books to read, the first graders
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begin with a capital letter and the whole
title should be underlined."' He followed
this tip with a bit of encouragement, "I
know you will be a great teacher."
My students' exuberance for writing
grew as the semester went on. The college pen pals introduced new forms of
writing for the third graders to experiment with and encouraged them to take
risks expressing themselves that they
may not have attempted by themselves.
My children eagerly sought and carefully
read the books they recommended. They
then discussed them in their letters. Paul
wrote to his college pen pal, "Have you
read the book Diantopia? The ilastraitions are awsom! The book is about
how dinasous and man would work
together. If you would like to read it tell
me and I'll send it to you."
A strong emotional link was established between the pen pals and it
played a significant role in increasing the
third graders' self-worth and self-acceptance. Carley had always been self-conscious that she was the only third grader
who wore glasses. After exchanging photographs with her pen pal, she learned
that he also wore glasses and had the
same hair color. She beamed when he
wrote, "You look like you could be a
member of my family. I have two sons
and have always wondered what it
would be like to have a daughter. If I had
a daughter, 1 would hope that she would
be just like you." Those words forever
changed how Carley sees herself.
Toward the end of the semester, Hope's
pen pal wrote her, "I have been very
busy lately. Final exams are coming up
soon and I have had a lot of studying do.
But 1 will always have time to write to
you. " Hope buzzed from one friend's
desk to another, "'Listen to what my pen
pal said about me ..." And when Brandon
learned that his pen pal was going to
have a baby, the entire class became
pregnant! With every letter he received,
his classmates bombarded him with the

wanted to read them immediately! If we
didn't have one of the book in our classroom library, then an immediate trip to
the school library was a must. Often parents ended up taking their child to the
public library in search of a recommended book And even if they had already
read the book, they would read it again
and again and again!
My children's motivation to write was
not limited to the days the letters
arrived. My first graders were constantly
drawing pictures, writing books, and
making various projects for their pen
pals. There was a carry over to the free
time writing center, art class, and even
home.
Kulas: The whole language process
had already empowered my students as
learners and now they were inspired as
teachers! They were very serious about
this role. Students who previously had
handed in papers that looked as of they
were written in hieroglyphics were suddenly concerned about neatness. Capital
letters and periods were no longer forgotten. Many were no longer willing to
spell words as they sounded; they wanted to know how the words were really
spelled. Additionally, I noticed that their
personal editing skills sharpened as they
read the work of their pen pals. Of
course, finding an error in a pen pal's letter posed an interesting dilemma. The
third graders were uncertain how to tell
adult college students that they had
made an error. We reviewed the purpose
for having pen pals which was to teach
college students what third graders need
to know as well as what we had learned
about providing constructive criticism
and cooperative learning. Jesse
explained to his pen pal,
"Last week we had the word interesting as a spelling word. It has two e's in
it. In your letter, you spelled the word
interesting rong." Jacob politely reminded his pen pal, "The titles of books are
very important. Each word needs to
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question, "Did we have the baby yet?'"
When the crucial announcement finally
anived, we all became parents that day.
For many of my students, the pen pal
experience gave them a sense of belonging to a loving, caring extended family.
Stephens: The visitations to the
classrooms were the highlight of the
semester for the pre-service teachers.
These visits combined individual, small
group, and whole class activities. The
college students carefully planned for
these experiences as they worked to put
theory into practice. Once they were at
the school they learned how important it
is for teachers to be flexible, thinking on
their feet and rapidly modifying their
plans in response to the children and the
situation. One pre-service teacher wrote
in her journal, "I learned that language
arts is more than a subject to be taught.
It is an experience to be lived."
The school visitations also included
an opportunity for the teachers to
explain their philosophies and programs
and to respond to questions. The college
students were able to interact with these
two excellent role models and to learn
from them. From the experienced
teacher they learned that teachers have
to continue to learn and grow to meet
the changing needs of their students.
From the newer teacher they learned
that it is possible for a beginning teacher
to have a vibrant, language-rich classroom where children become absorbed
in reading and writing without using
basal readers, workbooks, and reams of
dittos. In their reaction papers, my students indicated that while they had been
in many classrooms in their lifetime,
finally they were seeing in action what
their textbooks advocated and their university. professors recommended. One
pre-service teacher wrote in his journal,
"Based on my own school experience, I
thought that teachers merely presented
material from the basal which was
accompanied by various worksheets. I
MI CHIGAN RE ADING J OU RNAL

now realize that this is no longer the
case. I am beginning to understand better the process of how children become
literate. It is a gradual process that must
be nurtured and given the freedom to
develop naturally."
As a result of the visitation, the first
grade class decided to visit the college
campus because they wanted to see
their pen pals' classroom! The campus
visitation included a visit to the art
gallery followed by a writing experience
in which the college pen pals helped the
first graders write thank you letters to
the gallery staff.
Couillard: The pen pal experience
was excellent for developing selfesteem. Each first grade child felt special to a college pen pal and important
friendships were formed. Even after the
college semester ended, many of the
children and college students continued
to correspond with each other. One college student delivered souvenirs from
her trip to Spain to her pen pal's home
upon her return. Another one went to
one of her pen pal's ball games during
the summer. One child even wrote the
following to his college pen pal, "My
MOM is grd to me. dow you hev a wif?
My MOM would Like to met you. My
MOM is doing a fine job."
An unexpected benefit of the pen pal
experience was the positive feedback
from the parents. They were thrilled at
the reading and writing gains their children were making. They also were
pleased that their children were learning
about college. Many of them accompanied us when we visited the college campus and were just as excited as their
children.
I will definitely participate in the pen
pal experience again and urge other
teachers to find ways to do something
similar to this. It really makes reading
and writing come alive for the children.
Kulas: Final letters were exchanged
at the end of the college semester in
29
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pose for them. A worksheet just isn't
going to cut it. It is not enough to notice
grammatical errors or problems with
sentence structure. As teachers we have
to be aware of the feelings our students
are conveying and focus on their needs.
Classrooms that are error tolerant and
focus on real communication will nurture language development and also produce more creative and critical thinking."

April. It wasn't until June, however, that
I fully understood the depth of the relationships established. As my students
cleaned out their desks on the last day of
school, buried beneath the lost Math
papers, overdue library books, and broken crayons, lay a stack of pen pal letters. To the twenty-one third graders,
this was a priceless treasure that would
be packed into their backpacks and
taken home. Ashley reflected about the
pen pal visitation specifically and the
experience in general, "At the end of the
day we didn't want to go home. We had
so much fun writing and learning together. I gave my pen pal a hug and I felt sad.
But, we all must go on with our lives."
All: Students of all ages and at every
level of education share a universal
question: "Why am I learning this?" Too
often schooling seems to be fragmented
into isolated bits and pieces. Students
read from a book, answer questions,
memorize facts, and hear teachers say
over and over again, "Pay careful attention to this; it's important. You will need
to use this someday."' Our literacy partnership eliminated the someday, and
made the purpose for learning here and
now for both the children and the adults.
Abstract concepts and rules came to life
and a whole new dimension of authenticity and purposefulness was added to
the learning experience. As a pre-service
teacher reflected, "Teaching language
arts means to let children become personally involved while they are learning
to read and write. Children become literate through activities that are full of pur-
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Kathy Couillard, a first grade
teacher with more than twenty years of
teaching experience, who is implementing the writing process.
Michelle Kulas, a young teacher in
her fourth year of teaching, bases her
third grade classroom on a whole language philosophy.
Elaine Stephens, a former classroom
teacher, is a graduate and undergraduate teacher educator with research
interests in literacy and literature.
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